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Introduction
In this paper I would like to read Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and seek its
author’s criticism of contemporary Christianity as this altered over time. Some
scholars have considered Mark Twain an atheist or at least bitterly skeptical about
religion: Emerson finds in him “skepticism about traditional Christianity” (163);
Geismar sees him as an “eloquent and outraged atheist” (354); Kaplan considers
him “a man who entirely lacked religion” (80); and Hoffman accuses him that
even when he was courting his future wife Olivia who was a devout Christian,
“he feigned a religious faith he did not have” (147). But I have discovered his
novel one of the most apposite to the theme of Christianity. The work is full of
descriptions of Christianity, moreover, the author, while writing the story, lived in
a Christian microcosm led by “progressive” Christians. I hope to have found and
to show you in this text a deeply contemporary understanding of people’ s
religious temperament at that time, leading eventually to some suggestions on
America’s current religious situation as my very tentative theory is that the origin
of the current Christian religious right in the United States may be traced back to
apolitical devout Christians who could not keep up with fierce secularization in
the late 19th century.
I. Christianity in the Novel
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is full of descriptions of the Christian life.
The first one forth of the novel comprises episodes in Huck’s life with two
faithful Christians, the Widow Douglas and Miss Watson. Among these are
several unforgettably funny ones, their comparing the adoption of Huck to Moses’
coming into the world and teaching him what Hell is, what God is, and how to
pray. The other families Huck meets rafting down the river are also religious
without exception: the Grangerfords are devout and strict Presbyterians at least
on the surface; the good natured and pious Wilks sisters are supported after the
death of their father by a Baptist preacher and a deacon of his church while they
wait for an uncle who is a minister now in England; and the last family he meets
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are the Phelpses, the head of which is a Baptist farmer-preacher who even prays
with the runaway slave, Jim. Between these episodes, the Douglas/Watson sisters
attend, and Huck also observes, camp-meeting as it prevailed in the early 19th
century.
Among these Christian episodes, however, what you should notice first and
foremost is Huck’s growth as a Christian. The Widow Douglas’s and Miss
Watson’s Christian education of Huck seems successful as he develops his faith,
especially in the matter of praying. For example, while he sees the Widow
Douglas’s prayer at mealtimes as mere willingness to “tuck down her head and
grumble a little over the victuals” (2), he interprets the bread drifting near him
while hiding on Jackson Island to mean that “the widow or the parson or
somebody prayed that this bread would find me, and here it has gone and done it”
(47). Huck displays a trust in God when he goes and helps Jim captured at Phelps
Farm, saying “I went right along, not fixing up my particular plan, but just
trusting to Providence to put the right words in my mouth when the time come”
(277). His belief in Christianity becomes increasingly mature.
Huck’s growth as a Christian is conspicuous in the famous “All right, then,
I’ll go to hell” (271) episode. His agony comes from nothing other than his new-
found faith. At the beginning, he hesitates whether he should write to Miss
Watson, Jim’s owner, to inform on Jim. But before long, agony grasps him as
follows:
And at last, when it hit me all of a sudden that here was the plain hand of Providence
slapping me in the face and letting me know my wickedness was being watched all
the time from up there in Heaven, whilst I was stealing a poor old woman’s nigger
that hadn’t ever done me no harm, and now was showing me there’s One that’s
always on the lookout. (268-69)
Then, he says he had “about made up my mind to pray, and see if I couldn’t try to
quit being the kind of a boy I was, and be better.” But “words wouldn’t come....It
warn’t no use to try and hide it from Him....I was trying to make my mouth say I
would do the right thing and the clean thing...” Then finally “deep down in me I
knowed it was a lie―and He knowed it. You can’t pray a lie―I found that out”
(269). The point is neither slavery as institution nor Jim himself as a dear friend,
but prayer as a theological theme. Huck is now much changed from the start of
his “siviliz[ing]” (1).
1
In most of these episodes Christianity is gently chided. Widow Douglas and
Miss Watson’ s Christian discourse is deconstructed, filtered through Huck’ s
childish but vitally real point of view. The Grangerfords’ hatred of their
neighbors is so fierce that their Christian faith cannot but wage a war of slaughter.
The Wilks sisters are easily deceived by a pair of swindlers with others around
them willing to lend their trust as well. The Phelps family, especially Silas, its
head and a preacher, is completely confused by the poltergeist feigned by Tom
Sawyer and Huck. Camp meeting is ironically compared to a circus, in the face
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of which popular reactions are described very similarly.
The story is set “Forty to Fifty Years Ago” (front page) from the date of
publication, that is, in the 1830s to 1840s. With this work considered to have
been begun in the mid- 1870s, the edge of ridicule seems rather softened due to
the story’ s deliberate outdatedness. Yet in every episode the characters are
favored at bottom. Some readers may hate Miss Watson at first, but Huck’s
ridiculing and cheating her may soften their dislike. The Grangerfords’ are
indeed bigots and hypocrites, but this is presented in such a way that you may
accept Huck’s sympathy for their children when they suddenly die. The Wilks’s
and Phelps’ s gullibility makes them seem rather likable. Thus the very
outdatedness of this novel tends to make it nostalgic.
Did Mark Twain then purposely create this fiction in order to attract readers
by appealing to their sense of nostalgia? Was he in so doing trying to display his
skill at the criticism of contemporary Christianity, with these rather scornful
descriptions?
II. Contemporary Christianity
The period from the mid- 1870s to the early 1880s when Twain was struggling
to write the story of Huck is a critical one for the whole of America.
Urbanization and industrialization had accelerated and revolutionary modern
thinking was penetrating the United States. Churches were not spared these
changes. Demographic shift produced new flocks to be preached to and
evangelized: laborers and the middle class in growing urban areas. The
population were also driven to serious debate. Darwinism, textual criticism of the
Bible, and the historicity of the Gospel were among the issues. Towards the end
of the century, a tendency toward “liberal” Christianity prevailed as great
numbers of ministers followed in this direction. Incidentally, both Hofstadter and
Marsden discover an alienated reaction within this late 19th- century scenario as
the point of origin of the Fundamentalism that was to appear early in the next
century.
Henry Ward Beecher (1813-87) was the best and most prominent of these
liberal preachers. With his oratorical force and personal charm that helped him
enjoy a national popularity, he addressed numerous contemporary political and
social themes, such as slavery, reconstruction, immigration, taxes and women’s
rights, and helped mediate Christianity with the modern world. He went so far as
to regard progress in science, including Darwinism itself, as a Divine glory and to
disregard the disciplinary differences that eventually lead his congregation out of
the Congregational denomination in 1882.
Henry was not unique in his family as being a celebrity. His father Lyman
Beecher was also a well-known Evangelical minister whose restrictive theology
Henry soon turned his back on; his oldest sister Catharine Beecher was an
educator famous throughout Connecticut; his immediate elder sister Harriet
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Beecher Stowe is well known for her novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin; his half sister
Isabella Beecher Hooker was a feminist activist, spiritualist, and wife of a
descendant of Thomas Hooker; his half brother Thomas Kinnicut Beecher was a
liberal pastor of a church in Elmira, New York, active in both the abolitionist and
labor movements. The entire family indeed constituted one of the intellectual
centers of the liberalism of that age. They were extremely well informed about
the contemporary world, especially its religious aspects, having continually
updated their collective outlook.
III. Mark Twain’s Encounter with the New Wave of Christianity
The dramatic extent of change in America’s religious scene in the second half
of the 19th century must have been deeply felt and understood by Mark Twain.
For he grew up in a small frontier town from the mid- 1830s to around 1860 and
pictured the early part of this period in his novel at exactly the time and place
when Evangelicalism was sweeping across the nation. After first traveling
around the United States and then outside its borders, he went to the East around
1870, where a totally different Christianity had taken deep root in the Beechers’
society. As a result, he enjoyed a wide perspective―from the naive and
backward religion of the then frontier to the sophisticated and progressive
strongholds of New England and New York.
Hannibal, Missouri, where Twain’s family had moved in 1839, was a regional
center of religious debate at the time. A college had been founded near Hannibal
in 1831 by a Presbyterian minister who before long was holding camp-meetings
and succeeded in gaining numerous converts. In 1837 Hannibal Presbyterians fell
into the crisis of schism, as the whole denomination was riven wide: Old School
versus New School. While Old School Presbyterians stuck to America’ s
traditionally harsh Calvinism and denied both human free will and revivalist
salvation as a result, the New School’s tenet was far milder claiming that converts
might exercise choice through revival experiences, all in seeking to be united with
the more liberal and intellectual New England Congregationalists. As many of
Hannibal’s Presbyterians were converted in the 1831 camp-meeting, the New
School gained ground. The new Hannibal Presbyterian Church was founded in
1839 and Twain’s mother became a member in 1841. Thus, Hannibal joined and
headquartered the New School Synod of the State of Missouri in 1841. These
events were all part of the national Evangelical upsurge of Christianity.
Evangelicalism was led mainly by “new” denominations, such as Methodists
and Baptists, who in the early 19th century prevailed, especially in the West of
that time, and spurred serious confrontations within more traditional
denominations, including Presbyterians and Congregationalists, all of which
Twain personally witnessed. But the Civil War and its prelude thrust under the
nose of all churches a more serious problem, slavery. As each denomination split
into South and North over slavery, the Hannibal Presbyterian Church, unable to
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follow the abolitionist policy of the National Synod of the New School
Presbyterians, seceded and in 1859 joined the opposing sect.
Twain left his hometown in 1861 and kept well away from the national
confrontation, traveling both at home and abroad as a reporter. In 1867 he took
part in a Mediterranean excursion held by the Plymouth Congregational Church,
New York, which allowed him to meet a brother of his future wife, Olivia
Langdon of Elmira, New York, and to associate with the minister of the host
church, Henry Ward Beecher. As Langdons and Beechers were both influential
families in the Eastern liberal establishment, and were incidentally close friends,
his marriage to Olivia in 1870 and the couple’s move in 1871 to the Nook Farm
district of Hartford, Connecticut, where some of Henry’s sisters lived, obviously
signified his admission to that society. He lived and wrote most of his main
novels in Nook Farm until 1891, when he left for Europe. Nook Farm became the
place where he produced his novels.
2
Nook Farm was a milieu whose religious traits were distinctive from the
beginning and, in due course, those traits became prevalent among the New
England middle classes. The district, west of Hartford, turned from a farming to a
residential area around the time, in 1851, when Isabella Beecher Hooker and her
husband John Hooker (a direct descendant of Thomas Hooker, original leader of
the Connecticut Colony) moved there. They invited relatives and close friends to
converge and settle there to form a distinctively liberal intellectual society.
Among them were Catharine Beecher, Mary Beecher Perkins, and Harriet
Beecher Stowe from the Beecher family in addition to Isabella herself, through
whose collective influence Henry Ward Beecher’s views on Christianity affected
the whole of that society. They founded their own church, the Asylum Hill
Congregational Church, in 1865, and invited as pastor Joseph Hopkins Twichell,
who would become a lifelong friend of Mark Twain.
Through the two ministers, Henry Ward Beecher and Twichell, an elder
clergyman, Horace Bushnell, also exerted a strong influence. Bushnell was born
(1802) in Litchfield, Connecticut, where Lyman Beecher, Henry’s father, was sent
as a revivalist pastor in 1810 and later he raised his children. Bushnell graduated
from Yale in 1831 as had Lyman before him and was duly installed as pastor of
the North Congregational Church in Hartford in 1833 until his retirement in 1859.
He had invited Twichell, also a Yale graduate, to this church as assistant pastor,
subsequently recommending him as minister to the newly founded church at
Nook Farm. Bushnell himself was invited to join and lead an intellectual Monday
Evening Club, held regularly at Nook Farm, which Mark Twain later on joined.
The Nook Farm community was “dominated” by Bushnell’s ideas, as Kenneth
Andrews expresses it in his study of this unique place (29).
Bushnell’s liberal doctrine has been characterized as “the most innovative”
(Conkin 233) on the contemporary religious scene, for all that it seems to
ourselves perfectly moderate and reasonable. Bushnell interpreted the Scripture
highly figuratively, not at all literally; he saw the Trinity as three modes of one
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God, not the three Persons of traditional belief; he encouraged conversion not
through revival but rather by way of education. Above all, this final instance was
almost revolutionary because it denied the traditional core of American
Evangelicalism: one-time revivalist salvation. Bushnell thus helped liberate from
more traditional doctrines many ministers willing amongst themselves to adjust to
the modernization of American society. That is why Ahlstrom finds Bushnell, all
in all, “the father of American religious liberalism,” albeit aware of his
conservative stance on Darwinian views of evolution, women’s rights, and slavery
(613).
Twain wrote his Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, amply describing in it an
antebellum Christian society backward by modern standards, while in the very act
of watching the Nook Farm community nurture and put into practice Bushnell’s
liberal Christian ideas and take the lead in an accelerated modernization of the
world. It seems natural from the standpoint of the Nook Farm community that
descriptions of Christianity in the novel are scornful of the backwardness of the
people of the antebellum period.
3
But did the author personally adjust to the
Nook Farm religious climate and fully assume Bushnell’s novel understanding of
Christianity? Let us return to Twain’s masterpiece and read it more closely to see
whether we can discover a modern voice laughing at the “backward” Christians
portrayed in his story and, if so, to explore the authorial tone.
IV. Mark Twain’s Criticism of Contemporary Christianity
With regard to most of the figures laughed at as “backward” Christians, there
are also to be found postbellum, modernist viewpoints in the novel: those of the
two swindlers, the King and the Duke as they call themselves. What is to be
noted first is indeed their occupation as swindlers. The elder of the two, the King,
explained his career in the following way:
I’ve done considerable in the doctoring way in my time, Lain’ on o’hands is my best
holt―for cancer, and paralysis, and such things; and I k’n tell a fortune pretty good,
when I’ve got somebody along to find out the facts for me. Preachin’s my line, too;
and workin’ camp-meetin’s; and missionaryin’around. (161)
“Layin’ on hands” for healing and “fortune telling” were both popular folk
practices in the 19th century. From the turn of the century varieties of mysticism,
sometimes touted as a pseudoscience, had prevailed: mesmerism, phrenology,
spiritualism, and Christian Science, not to mention Voodoo, and its debris, among
African Americans. Tolerant as some of the Beechers were among believers, all
these were considered heresy by mainstream Christian churches, just as in the
novel Huck is scolded by Miss Watson for his superstitious behavior (18) and so
is a slave by his master Silas Phelps (296). Silas is also much distressed, in his
turn, at the heretical poltergeist display fabricated by Tom and Huck, naturally so
considering that he is a Baptist farmer-preacher (358).
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For the King, however, what is heretical or not hardly matters. All sorts of
occupations are enumerated in his list of activities irrespective of their status, as
quoted above, together with purely Christian vocations including preaching,
camp-meeting, and missionary. The reason why the King does not scruple the
differences among them is not any sort of ecumenical belief, but rather his
pervasive market orientation that reduces every swindle to a new commodity.
The activities of Christian churches turn as well into a salable service on the
swindler market platform of “religion” in general. This capitalist approach of his
has suggested to some that the King is a modernist ahead of the time of the story.
They propose that the voice of the modernist author, Mark Twain himself, is not
to be found in Huck, as has been supposed by many scholars―Huck being deep
into folk religion and an easy believer in Christianity―but rather in the King’s
overview of things.
4
Twain could easily have installed in his novel a figure with liberal and “just”
points of view belonging to his own age and let such a character solve the
problem of slavery by which Huck is exercised, and thereby destroy such small-
time swindlers as the King and the Duke. The actual case is that Jim is liberated
by his owner Miss Watson, who is a traditional strict Presbyterian, while the King
and the Duke are lynched by the backward mob. What is the author trying to
present by this structure?
Conclusion
When Northern industrialism won the Civil War, the United States hit the
accelerator of modernization and refused to release it until the country had proved
itself the champion of world capitalism after World War I. In the 1870s and
1880s America’s Christian churches were hard pressed to adjust to this rapidly
prevailing worldly shift. The Liberal theology of Bushnell and the Beechers,
which Mark Twain observed at close quarters in the Nook Farm community while
writing Adventures of Huckleberry Finn was in a sense the most compromising
adaptation to the changes in secular society, a turn particularly popular among
certain clerics.
At the same time many laypersons, willingly or hesitantly, followed this
Christian shift toward Liberalism but many must have been left behind, quite
unable to comprehend. They may have been sneered at as bigots and banished to
conservative positions, eventually to form a reserve army of the Christian right in
the 20th century. Having experienced a complete change of religious
environment and even personal faith, Twain must have perceived in their hearts
and minds an element of his own experience, with an empathy which Nook Farm
intellectuals could scarcely achieve.
5
In Huckleberry Finn, Twain seemingly expresses his views on the
contemporary swindler marketplace: the core of modernism is to be found in the
petit capitalist minds of the King and the Duke and their dubious business
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activities. The very public left behind by modernization are exploited by these
two, laughed at perhaps from the viewpoint of the author’s contemporary readers,
none other than the Nook Farm community among others. But no liberalists
appear in the novel to help the public out of its dilemma. Instead the whole issue
is left to its anti-intellectual end solution, the lynching. Twain thus accords
certain viewpoints to his contemporary readers but is modest enough to set
himself in the position, not of these liberals, but of the greedy capitalists, and here
indeed I find his realistic view of the modern world.
After all, no suggestions are offered on behalf of the sizable public left behind
in the wake of early modernization, but the author nonetheless calls our attention
to them. At the start of the fabulously long run of modernization both of
America’s secular society and of its ecclesiastical domain, such a suggestion must
have seemed too early and too hard to offer. While living and writing in one of
the most progressive of communities, Twain could scarcely answer the problem
of the bigoted public mind as submitted to the forces of accelerated
modernization. But Twain’s circuitous appeal is worth listening to, and to do so
may even be vital, considering the history of U.S. Christianity, currently leaning
to the far right as we in the latter day have recognized.
After all this discussion, I still have no answer to the personal dilemma of
conservative friends and acquaintances in my own church but I nevertheless
intend to keep up a relationship not only with “progressive” people and
organizations but also my dear bigoted friends. And I shall also keep seeking for
an answer in the plural, as Mark Twain seems to have done in his own life.
End Notes
* I would like to express here my great appreciation to Dr. Hortense Spillers for her well
argued lecture provoking this discussion of mine. I would also like to give as much
gratitude to those, including Dr. Spillers again, who gave me questions and comments at the
session. I will respond to them as much as possible in the following notes, preserving the
body of my discussion as it was then with some changes in Introduction and Conclusion.
1. I would also like to draw your attention to the fact that Widow Douglas expresses her
satisfaction with Huck’s education on the way, saying “I [Huck] was coming along slow but
sure, and doing very satisfactory” and that “she wan’t ashamed of me [Huck]” (18). She
confirms here our argument on his growth as a Christian, because it must be main part of
her education, seeing her attitudes thus far.
2. Much has been discussed in Mark Twain studies on another significant place to him, Elmira,
New York, where the family of Mark Twain’s wife, the Langdons, and the community is
said to constitute a center of abolitionist movements and exert their influence on Twain and
his literature. I basically accept the theory only with one reservation that Twain’s encounter
with the family and the community should not simply convert him from pro-slavery to anti-
slavery but rather complicate his stance on slavery, which a Japanese scholar, Goto
Kazuhiko, claims. I follow in his footsteps in that Twain has not changed straight from one
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side to another when he entered the East, arguing here the theory works in the case of
Twain’s attitudes to Christianity. I would like to suggest, moreover, that more influential
than slavery was the Beechers’ new themes not only on Twain and his literature but also the
Langdons and their Elmira community. In the 1870s anti-slavery was not main theme for
Beechers any more. To be sure, “During the period of Reconstruction the Northern
Protestant churches were mainstay of the Radical program [of reconstruction]” (Ahlstrom
691). But “Resist ing this ‘Radical’ program to force Southerners were the
Democrates...and a small group of Republican moderates such as Henry Ward Beecher”
(Ibid. 692). Henry Ward Beecher’ s themes after the Civil War are to mediate his
congregation with the rapidly modernizing society. In those days Henry Ward Beecher was
a champion of secularization of Christianity. The interest of Thomas Beecher, an anti-
slavery advocate pastor of Elmira, had already moved away from anti-slavery movement
towards labor issues, as in 1880 he ran for Congress on a Labor Party platform (Phipps
153). Also he was interested in and a strong supporter of Darwinism and founded Elmira
Academy of Science, assuming its presidency. His brother Henry Ward Beecher,
incidentally, published a book: Evolution and Religion [ 1885] ( Phipps93-96) . It seems
natural, therefore, that Mark Twain, under the Beechers’ influences and the situation in
1970s, was more interested in the changes of Christianity than anti-slavery movements, at
least, on the surface of his consciousness.
3. I also notice here that Mark Twain makes Huck close his narrative by his explicit refusal
against his contemporary Christian education, proclaiming his intention to flee at the
extreme end of the story, “I reckon I got to light out for the Territory ahead of the rest”
(362), as the proclamation is immediately followed by a confession such as: “because aunt
Sally she’s going to adopt me and sivilize me and I can’t stand it” (362). Readers are
supposed to know that to “sivilize” is to give Christian education, as Sally is the pious
Christian wife of a farmer preacher Silas Phelps and the Christian education that widow
Douglas intended to do and did is expressed as to “sivilize” (1). I assume that Mark Twain
sets a narrative structure with opening “sivilize” and ending “sivilize” to express his denial
of the early 19the century Southern Christianity, while his contemporary readers should be
glad, as Twain expects, at seeing the story close as such.
4. I do not argue here that the two swindlers are modern characters but would like to claim that
we can find in their dry market-oriented attitudes more similar view of the world to Twain’s
contemporary readers than in Huck’s viewpoint, which surely has a power to subvert values
of the antebellum South but only because it is one of an innocent child.
5. I find a prototype of the 20th Christian fundamentalists in Tom Sawyer when he insists on
literal compliance with what he reads in books despite their being impractical. It goes
without saying that Huck loves and hates Tom’s attitudes at once. I see there Twain’s
critical but sympathetic stance toward them.
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